Introduction
It was projected that by the year 2003, students of color would comprise approximately 40% of the total school population of the United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2003) . They would represent over 70% of the population in large cities in states such as California, Michigan, New York, and Texas (U.S. Department of Education, 2003) . Given the above statistic, it is important that educators understand how to support the academic development of students of color.
There is a growing body of literature that documents the achievement gap (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003; Ferguson, 2002) . Unfortunately, African Americans are habitual-lighted outside factors that will contribute to student's academic success. He contended that:
"We need to face the unpleasant reality that education, by itself, is a weak treatment. It is clear that there are other variables within the family, within the culture, and within the physical environment, plus limitations within the genetic makeup of the individual, which will have a greater influence on student achievement than our 'improved educational program' for that student."
The role of individual perceptions and social support in educating these youth must be considered. Furthermore, the environment that is related to the schooling process is often not examined. School culture communicates to students how the school views them and their ethnic group (Banks & Banks, 2001) . When the school culture promotes value, respect, and collegiality, students are often more positive. Healthy school climates have an identified impact on the success of students (Karpicke & Murphy, 1996) . African American students sometimes abandon the educational process all together because they are not supported by the school system. Clearly, school culture can have an effect on students' academic achievement .
There are additional factors that contribute to an adolescent's academic achievement besides traditional curriculum (e.g., mathematics, english, science). School mobility and school environment have been found to be additional factors that are related to student achievement (Swanson & Schneider, 1999) . It is important to understand how other variables will affect achievement for African American adolescents, especially for those students who are struggling academically. Thus, it is beneficial to explore factors that contribute to adolescents' perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors toward their academic performance.
The Role of Peers
Research has indicated that peer influence plays a momentous role in adolescents' dispositions toward school (Berndt & Keefe, 1995; Ogbu, 2003; Wentzel, 1994) . Academic support from peers is positively related to the pursuit of ly the students who fall short of meeting the educational standards in America (Ford & Moore, 2004; National Governors Association, 2003; Ogbu, 2003) . Although the numbers are more striking in urban school districts (Cooper & Jordan, 2003; Council of Great City Schools, 1999) , there is empirical evidence that, when compared to their White counterparts, African American students are not performing as well as other children in America's schools (Barnett, 2004; Ferguson, 2002; Ogbu, 2003) . Thus, African American youth are the focus of this study.
It is imperative that educators continue to address the unique issues faced by urban African American children. Many urban children are from low income families, which are not only economically poor, but also socially underserved. There are a variety of reasons why African American youth do not perform well in school and/or eventually drop out. Dropping out of high school is a symptom of the larger issues affecting youth.
Youth living in urban areas are often faced with violence, poverty, and racism to name a few of the issues. These factors can hinder them both academically and emotionally (Baur, Sapp, & Johnson, 2000) . A link between poverty and school drop out has been identified (Guo, Brooks-Gunn, & Harris, 1996) . Because of their impoverished environments and surroundings, some African American children fail to draw the correlation between academic success and later adult career success. In addition, African American children are keenly aware of the stereotypes associated with their race. This awareness can have an effect on the self-concepts of African American children, thus having an effect on their school performance (Cokley, 2003) .
To understand the achievement gap, in an effort to begin to close it, a closer look at the historical background of African American children is crucial. Improving the educational and employment opportunities of urban youth is vital. Thus, it is important to understand factors that contribute to or hinder their academic success. Gallagher (1998) , as cited in Socio-Economic Conditions and Student Achievement, high-academic pro-social goals (Wentzel, 1994) . However, African American students in particular may receive negative sanctions from their peer group for succeeding academically (Ford & Moore, 2006) . African American students who excel academically could be ridiculed by their peers as "acting white" (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Grantham & Ford, 2003) . Although some adolescents may want to succeed academically, lack of approval from their peers could serve as a barrier. In spite of the ridicule, some African American students succeed academically because they have developed a positive racial identity that serves as a coping strategy to fight off negative performance expectations (Constantine & Blackmon, 2002) .
The Role of Parents
Additionally, parental support plays a role in the academic success of students. Karavasilis, Doyle, and Margolese (1999) , wrote that encouraging and supportive relationships with parents fostered a greater sense of autonomy in adolescence. Students in these types of families are able to comfortably explore their environments and return to the family for emotional support. Research has also shown that parental involvement is particularly crucial for minority children (Epstein, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Xu, 2002) . Trusty (1998) found that parental involvement and parental attempts to integrate into their child's schooling was predictive of student academic achievement. Thus, teachers and administrators may promote the academic success of African American students by exploring avenues to get parents involved in their schooling. Additionally, broader social support, discussed next, has been linked to academic success for students.
The Role of Social Support
Social support for adolescent school retention is also important (Guest & Biasini, 2001) . Four important factors have been identified as influencing the academic success of African American adolescents. School, parents, peers, and neighborhood environment all play roles in African American students' academic success (Newman, Myers, Newman, Lohman, & Smith, 2000) . Some students may be expected to succeed academically, while others may not. These expectations can vary by context.
Other social variables may also account for the academic success of African American students as well as their task engagement in the classroom. Broader conceptions of social factors that may influence direct task engagement in classroom activities have been offered. For example, Owens, Hamm, Jaynes, and Rawls (2007) found that urban low-income African American youth reported extracurricular activities such as babysitting, childrearing, and after-school employment as social influences that were related to their task engagement in classroom assignments. All activities reportedly had both positive and negative associations with youth outcomes. However, all students indicated that despite their environmental influences, obtaining an education was extremely important (Owens, et al., 2007) .
Ecological Theory and The Transition to High School
Much research has examined academic achievement among urban African American students in grades K-12 in the last two decades. This research has focused on the issues African American students face in pursuit of academic success (e.g., Flowers, Milner, & Moore, 2003; Howard, 2003; Ogbu, 2004) . Results have shown that there are a variety of factors that influence academic success among urban African American students. Many studies only examined a few variables at a time. The ecological perspective advanced by Bronfenbrenner (1979) is likely to explain a larger portion of variance in academic success because it considers multiple levels of contexts in a child's life. For example, the roles of family, self, and peers are considered in the ecological model, as well as the roles of outside influences such as parents' jobs, societal values and dynamics, etc.
Also, little empirical data exists regarding the transition from middle school to ninth grade. However, existing literature indicates that for freshmen, the transition to high school can be anxiety-producing. For some ninth graders, the transition to high school brings negative consequences such as low grades and poor school attendance (Barone, Aguirre-Deandreis, & Trickett, 1991) . Researchers such as Eccles, Midgley, Wigfield, & Buchanan (1993) have demonstrated that school transitions are related
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No parents refused their children's participation, and most all students were administered the survey. Thus, it is expected that this sample well represents the school's 9th grade population.
Measures

Social support
The following five measures were taken from the Children and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS) (Malecki, Demaray, & Elliott, 2000) . Participants responded to items using a six-point scale, ranging from 1= "never," to 6 = "always." Malecki et al. (2000) reported Cronbach's alphas of .89 to .95 in previous research. Below, Cronbach's alphas for the current sample are reported. The items on these five measures utilized 6-point subscales and answered ("never" to "always"). The measures are as follows:
(1) Parent support (9 items, a=.90, e.g., "My parents show they are proud of me"); "People at school listen to me when I need to talk").
Educational attitudes and behaviors
The following six measures were used to assess students' educational attitudes and behaviors. Measures six through nine, listed below, were derived from Somers & Piliawksy (2004) , and were found to have adequate reliability. Participants responded to items using a 5-point scale ranging from 1= "strongly disagree" to 5= "strongly agree". Cronbach's alphas were computed to the current sample and are reported for each instrument below as appropriate.
(6) Educational Intentions (4 items, a=72; e.g., "I plan to finish high school"); to decreased academic performance, lower self esteem, less involvement in activities, and greater feelings of anonymity. Coupled with the challenges of the period of adolescence in general, school performance can substantially suffer. For this reason, we focus specifically on ninth grade students in the current study.
Purpose of The Study
Based on the aforementioned literature review, the purpose of this study was to examine how factors from several life contexts were related to the school success of urban, African American youth. The end goal was to broaden our understanding of how we may intervene to more effectively assist them. The specific study variables were social support from five sources (parent, peer, teacher, classmate, close friend), six educational attitudes and behaviors (educational intentions, educational behavior, personal control, persistence, and understanding of the personal and financial value of educational attainment), and academic achievement in the fall of 9th grade. The primary research questions were: 1) what is the role of social support in the educational attitudes and behaviors of these youth?; and, 2) what are the combined and comparative roles of both social support and educational attitudes and behaviors in predicting academic achievement for this sample of African American youth?
Method
Participants
The participants in this study were 118 African American students (43 males, 75 females) in the ninth grade of a large, urban, public school in the Midwest. The school has a 65% free and reduced lunch rate, and thus, a majority of students are likely to be economically disadvantaged. This data was not collected on individual study participants. The school student racial/ethnic demographic is 96% African American. The community surrounding the school is best characterized as working-class homeowners. The city is also one of the nation's poorest cities with one in three children living below the federal poverty level (Kantor, 2000) . The students participating in the study came from several sections of general education science classes, which all 9th graders have to take.
The The 10th measure was responded to using a 5-point scale ("always true" to "never true").
(10) Belief in Personal Control Scale (Berrenberg, 1987 ) (45 items, a=.67; e.g., "If I just keep trying, I can overcome any obstacle").
The final instrument was responded to using a "yes/no" format.
(11) Persistence Scale for Children (Lufi & Cohen, 1987 ) (40 items, a=.70; e.g. "I often do not complete many activities I begin").
Grades
School grade point averages were obtained at the first report card marking in the fall of ninth grade. Grades used a 4.0 scale, with 4.0 being the highest possible GPA.
Procedure
Participants were recruited from several classrooms within the school on a voluntary basis. Any child or parent who was interested was permitted involvement. The potential benefit expressed to parents was that they would have the opportunity to attend a free lecture about the study results, including a summary of the research on which factors best predicted these students' academic success. Instruments were administered in classrooms under the supervision of the teachers and researchers. Although students were informed of their freedom to leave any items blank, response rates were nearly 100%.
Results
The purpose of this study was to better understand which factors are related to the school success of urban, African American youth, so to broaden how professionals could more effec- However, support from best friends and schools were only minimally correlated with educational attitudes and behaviors. Additionally, correlations were run between social support and belief in personal control, as well as persistence. Only parent support was related to greater persistence levels and belief in personal control for the adolescents in this study.
Finally, using hierarchical linear regression analyses to predict GPA in the fall of ninth grade, the five support variables were entered on step one and the six attitudinal and behavioral variables were entered on step two (educational intentions, educational commitment behavior, personal value of education, financial value of education, persistence, and belief in personal control). This was done in order to examine the individual and combined contributions of the 11 predictor variables selected for tively assist them. Table 3 .
Discussion
The main goal of this study was to explore the role of factors from several life contexts in the school success of African American ninth grade youth who live in an urban setting. The unique contribution of this study is that it considers a host of ecological factors that are related to school success. The data indicate that this group of adolescents varied widely in their academic success in the transition to 9th grade, with many of them receiving below average grades. Thus, it appeared especially important to better understand what factors predict higher achievement.
Overall, certain variables appear to be more related to adolescents' achievement than others. The five types of social support alone were not predictors of grades, but they were correlated with grades. Parents and peers were most strongly correlated, teachers next, and peers and schools least strongly correlated. Interestingly, social support was correlated with educational intentions, educational behavior, and identification of the personal and financial value of education, some of which were predictive of grade point average. Personal control, but not persistence, was correlated with positive outcomes as well. Similarly, our finding that peer support was related to grade point average is consistent with the literature. Adolescents typically spend more time with their peer group than their parents. They are oftentimes with their peer group without supervision (Brown, 1990) . Historically, research has found that peer influence is more prevalent in early adolescence versus late adolescence (Berndt, 1979; Collins and Thomas, 1972) . Researchers have found that on the whole, African American students may not receive academic support from their peers (Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992) . Fordham and Ogbu (1986) wrote that African American students who excel academically may be perceived by their peers as "acting white". These findings suggest that some African American students may not perform to their fullest potential for fear of losing the acceptance of their peer group. The school should be involved in efforts to break down such stereotypes about who can allow themselves to be successful.
In addition to social support, other factors must be considered in understanding academic success. Although many of the relations found in these analyses reflect small to moderate strength correlations, educational intentions or aspirations to complete high school was the variable that emerged as significant above and beyond the rest for this sample of adolescents. Although there was a small degree of inter-correlation (multi-collinearity) among the independent variables that were simultaneously entered into the regression analysis, this variable nonetheless contributed significant explanation of variance in GPA. Those students with intentions to complete high school are likely motivated to achieve by future possibilities. It is also likely that social support has helped them to feel motivated to aspire for high school completion and beyond. It seems important to help Social support, from each of the sources studied here, is clearly an important factor in school success, both in terms of GPA and positive educational attitudes and behaviors. Social support and academic success has been routinely studied in the literature. It is important to consider the role of social support, why it is important, what it means, and what we could/should be doing in schools and with parents. Research has shown that the most consistent predictor of academic achievement and students' attitudes toward learning is parental expectations (Reynolds et al., 1993) . The data here suggest that social support is important in a child's academic success. Schools should be looking at creative ways to facilitate discussions between parents and teachers.
The source of social support found to be most related to academic success is important to consider. The correlation between support from parents and peers and grade point average supports previous literature. African American parents generally want their children to excel academically. Education is seen as a valued commodity in the African American community. Therefore, many African American parents actively encourage their children to excel academically and do well in school (BoydFranklin, 1989; Coleman, 1986; Hill, 1972) . Hara (1998) wrote that continual parental involvement will increase academic achievement among high school students. Jeynes (2000) found that parental involvement does affect academic achievement in students from minority groups. However, he also wrote that there is a greater need to understand the varied aspects of parental involvement in students' education, and thus, socio-economic status should also be considered.
There is a tendency for lower socio-economic status families to be unaware of their rights and roles in the school for a number of reasons. Oftentimes, lower income parents are reluctant to get involved in their child's education because they may not see themselves as part of their children's educational process. Parents may not feel adequate enough to contribute to school success, and school environments may not be welcoming to some parents (HooverDempsey & Sandler, 1997) . Much more educa-all adolescents, especially those at risk of dropping out, to see the relevance of what they are learning, and to realize the long term effects of their educational behavior today. This help could be achieved through interventions designed to help adolescents feel more personal control and power over their long-term plans and outcomes. Interestingly, belief in personal control was significantly related to outcomes, along with social support. This may at least partially explain why educational intentions to finish high school were so important in explaining variance in GPA.
Also, it was notable that in this study none of the social support variables were related to personal persistence. It may be that personal persistence is an enduring personality trait that is not necessarily linked to lack of success. Although persistence clearly has benefits for success, it may not necessarily be cause for drastic concern when a child fails to be as persistent as we might prefer. Instead, these children may simply require more extrinsic motivators to ensure that they follow a successful path, at least until they develop more intrinsic habits.
Given our findings, it is important that young adolescents are involved with long term programs that offer social support. Both prevention and intervention efforts are important, considering all contexts of adolescents' lives. Multimodal interventions are important, tapping family, community, school, and individual levels. We can start at the individual child and adolescent level, but each child's entire support network also needs to scaffold their educational goals, plans, and daily progress toward meeting goals.
Overall, results of this study revealed that for this sample of urban, African American children, social support from classmates, parents, teachers, close friends, and schools all were significantly correlated with their 9th grade GPAs and educational intentions. Given the findings, there are several implications for educators. Even though the correlations between school and teacher support and GPA were small, they were still significant and necessitate the role of educators in the interventions needed. Clearly, teacher relationships with students can have a positive association with academic success. The implications for educators also include the need for further examination of broader research that examines parental relationships with schools and why parents become involved. In addition, schools and community organizations must develop strategies and policies to broaden parental involvement in schools. A theoretical model that examines the parental involvement process in schooling practices and a definition of what it means for parents to be involved is imperative.
There are several limitations that could be improved for future research, including sample size and more precise or inclusive measurements of achievement than GPA alone. Crosscultural research would also provide information about whether or not these dynamics are unique to African American, urban populations. Nonetheless, these findings both support previous literature and contribute new information about urban, African American adolescents as they make the sometimes turbulent transition to ninth grade. These findings can be used to drive not only future research questions but applied prevention and interventions efforts as discussed above.
